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Once people thought that they have tamed technology but lately it
seems that people have indeed become the slave of it. Mobile phones
are a perfect example of this. People take them everywhere, in bed,
in washroom, in gym, in restaurants, in hospitals, even to funerals.
They are passed on from one person to another, come in contact with
ears, mouths and hands and are passed back. People visit the most
infectious places with phones and no one has heard about disinfecting
them, they are considered safe to be transported and used everywhere.
But studies are proving otherwise.

Each square inch of cell phone contains roughly 25,000 germs [1],
making it one of the filthiest things one can come in contact with on
a daily basis. Studies have shown that phones have more pathogenic
bacteria like coliforms than the toilet seats as toilet seats are disinfect-
ed at least some times [2]. They are indeed carriers of germs and virus-
es and might be implicated in transmitting the majority of infectious
diseases, just that people consider them invisible fomites. They carry
hundreds and thousands of microorganisms, some of which need to
be just a few in number to cause illness.

Much of the disease-causing bacteria found are transferred from
person to person through touch, which means that once this bacteria
is on the hands, one only has to then touch one’s eyes or nose for the
bacteria to find an easy route into the body. Phones can transmit com-
mon illness like flu, diarrhea and eye infections. Some studies have
found extremely resistant and dangerous bacteria like MRSA (Meth-
icillin Resistant Staphylococcus Aureus) [3] and viruses [4] like influ-
enza virus on phones. Considering the roles of fomite transmission in
swine flu, it is also a possibility that mobile phones can play a role in
rapid spread of this infection.

In hospital settings, it is a common practice that mobile phones are
shared amongst health care professionals. Health care professionals
shuffle between patients, often without prior sanitizing. Despite the
benefit of increased, timely communication between caregivers, shar-
ing mobile devices can lead to the spread of Healthcare-Associated In-
fections (HAIs) if they aren’t properly disinfected. Thus mobile phones
can cause the transmission of nosocomial infections [5] to patients and
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they can fall even more ill by the hands of their own saviors. Infections
can also transmit to health care persons themselves. However, there
is a paucity of published studies with standards for cleaning mobile
phones. In a study done on 32 Health Care Worker (HCW) in hospital
setting, it was observed that after the use of a mobile phone, the rate of
bacterial contamination of HCWs’ hands increased to 93.7% [5]. The
bacteria that were isolated from HCW’s hands were Klebsiella pneu-
monia, coagulase negative Staphylococcus and Bacillus anthracoid. Few
isolates of Staphylococcus were methicillin resistant and some of the
gram negative bacteria were even found to be multi drug resistant. In
another study, 400 swab samples from mobile phones were collected
and sent for culture [6]. The results revealed that more than half of
the mobile phones were having bacterial contamination. Most com-
mon bacterial agents found were Coagulase-Negative Staphylococcus
(CNS) and S. aureus. Other bacterial agents identified were Enterococ-
cus feacalis, Pseudomonas aeruginosa, Escherichia coli, and Klebsiella
spp. However, antibiotic resistance was not seen and most strains were
responsive to Fluoroquinolones and third-generation cephalosporin.
In a study done in India [7], the mobile phones and dominant hands
of 386 participants were sampled from four different groups, hospital
doctors and staff (132), college faculty and staff (54), medical students
(100) and control group (100). Eighty two percent mobile phones
and eighty percent hand swab samples were contaminated. The most
commonly found bacterial strains were Coagulase-Negative Staphy-
lococcus (CNS), Methicillin Sensitive Staphylococcus aureus (MSSA),
Methicillin Resistant Staphylococcus aureus (MRSA), Acinetobacter
species, Escherichia coli, Klebsiellapneumoniae, Pseudomonas species
and Enterococcus species. The distribution of various bacterial isolates
that were found in the study has been given in figure 1.
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Figure 1: Distribution of various bacterial isolates in the mobile phones.

Source: Mobile phones: Reservoirs for the transmission of nosocomial patho-
gens, Pal S et al. [7].

The Centre for Disease Control (CDC) recommends a cleaning
regimen that’s effective, fast acting, easy to follow, and economical.
Restriction of mobile phone use in clinically sensitive areas, such as
operating environment and ICU as a start point, is recommended [5].
Moreover, screening of Healthcare workers mobile phones inside the
hospital should be done while doing environmental screening. More
studies should be done to find out the proportion of infections attrib-
utable to cellphones and ways should be devised to clean them rapidly
and effectively.
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